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Algorithms and the Teaching of Grammar 



by K. Ffoulkes Edwards 



Open any .grammar textbook at random and 
you will probably find a grammatical rule 
which 

1. Contains too many abstract nouns. 

2. Contains negations and parentheses. 

3. Contains too great a memory load. 

The arrival of communication science warns 
us that abstract nouns make it difficult to form 
an internal image of a procedure, that too many 
negations obscure the meaning, that only so 
many bits per unit of time have a chance to 
enter the short term memory and even fewer 
the long term memory. 

Cybernetic instruments are able to solve 
complex problems if we carefully separate the 
conditions under which certain operations are 
carried out from the operations themselves. 

Programmed Learning insists that we split a 



difficult piece of information into its basic units 
and present one unit at a time. 

Can we apply any of the above principles to 
the teaching of grammar? Teaching by al- 
gorithm appears to the writer the method in- 
corporating most of them. 

Soviet language teachers have tried to present 
grammar problems in this new way using a 
dichotomous mode of presentation. The pioneer 
is Prof. L. N. Landa who has written a book 
about Algorithmisation and the Learning Pro- 
cess. 

To illustrate my point, I have taken a chapter 
from Buckley’s “ Living German ” and reknitted 
it in algorithmic fashion. The lesson has not 
been tested on students and is simply offered 
for comments. It deals with subordinate clauses 
after: als, bevor, bis, da, dass, damit etc. 
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Sie hat bemerkt, dass Paulas Kammer in Unordnung war 

' -y — “s* " 

Main Clause Subordinate Clause 

Nachdem Anton ausgegangen ist, ist das Haus ruhig 

' V ' 

Subordinate Clause Main Clause 
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Als, bevor, bis, da, dass, damit, indem, nach- 
dem, ob, sobald, wahrend, weil, wenn. 

The above are conjunctions. They introduce 
subordinate clauses. 

Translate the following sentences using the 
l ogical tree: 

! U.S. DE PA R Im EKT^F HE A LTH TeDU CJ l Tl OH l WFIFiPF 
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When she has made ti.e bed, she comes 

down. 

She notices that Paula has not slept well . 

When he comes back, he plays the piano. 

While she makes the beds, she sings a song. 
Before they visit me, they always buy sweets. 
You work in this class, so as to learn 
German. 

Becaus e he is my friend, he loves me. 

{THIS DOCUMENT HAS BEEN REPRODUCED EXACTLY AS RECEiVeD FROM THE 
j PERSON OR ORGANIZATION ORIGINATING IT. POINTS OF VIEW OR OPINIONS 
i STATED DO NOT NECESSARILY REPRESENT OFFICIAL OFFICE OF EDUCATION 
i POSITION OR POLICY. 
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LOGICAL TREE 
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Does the subordinate clause precede the main clause? 



YES 



Is the subordinate clause in a compound 
tense? 



YES 



Translate the 
subordinate clause 
putting the 
auxiliary verb at 
the end of the 
clause. 



NO 



i 



i 



Translate the 
subordinate clause 
putting the verb 
at the end of the 
clause. 



Put a comma after the 
subordinate clause. 

Translate main clause putting verb 
first, subject in the 2nd place. 
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Translate main clause. 

Put a comma after the main clause. 



Is the subordinate clause in a compound 
tense? 



YES 



Translate the 
subordinate clause 
putting the 
auxiliary verb at 
the end of the 
clause. 



NO 



Translate 
subordinate clause 
putting the verb 
at the end of the 
clause. 






An algorithm, as you can see, is a recipe for 
a procedure which will lead to the correct 
solution of any problem of a given class. This 
may be said of any rule, of course. The ad- 
vantage over an ordinary rule, written in con- 
versational discourse, is that the student is led 
to consider only one operation at a time. Do 
this, that or the other. At certain points in the 
process he has to ask himself: Is the condition 
present for me to carry out operation “y”? 



“x” 



To solve everyday problems by splitting the 
indeterminacy of a situation in half, is no 
novelty. We arrange information in this binary 
manner without giving it the name Algorithm. 
Viz the following conversation. “Whom do you 
think I met in the tube today ?” “Male?” 
“No.” “Is she under 25?” “Yes.” “Does she 
live in Chiswick?” “It must be Mary.” 



Teaching algorithms can only be constructed 
where unambiguous rules can be stated. Where 
a large number of exceptions exist or where two 
or more forms are equally acceptable, ^the 
algorithm becomes more tricky. However, even 
then the problem can be divided into algorithm 
plus comments or into a sequence of algorithms. 

I have tried to turn the basic rule of how to 
form the plural in English into an algorithm. 
This might be called a partial algorithm. It does 
not deal with foreign words or with compound 
nouns etc. The intention is to teach the basic 
rule first, choosing the classes of nouns which 
fit into this limited area and only when the 
procedure has become automatic will other sub- 
classes be introduced. 
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LOGICAL TREE 
English Plurals 



Does the singular end in: s, z, ch, sh, x,? 



YES 



add “es’ 



NO 

Does the noun end in “o”? 



YES 



NO 



Is the “o” preceded 
by a vowel? 



Does the noun end 
in “y”? 




YES 

y 



turn “f” or “fe” 
into “yes” 



NO 



v 



is the word contained 
in the box below? 



YES 



NO 



find the plural 
in the box 



add“s” 



child : children 
foot : feet 
goose : geese 
louse : lice 
man : men etc. 
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